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Abstract 
Indigenous communities generally tend to have poorer health outcomes than their non-indigenous counterparts.  Tackling such 
health inequalities requires a holistic approach that can enable community members take control over the factors that influence
their lives. This paper reflects some of the insights raised from a participatory action research with a small indigenous Ayta 
community in the Philippines which aimed to generate community-based knowledge to inform and provoke social action.  In the 
process, community action was mobilized but incidence of hostility and aggression also occurred. This raises several ethical 
issues concerning the use of participatory action research in development work and its consequences for the health and welfare of 
those communities we aim to engage. 
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1. Introduction  
Indigenous communities in general tend to have poorer health outcomes than their non-indigenous counterparts 
(Stephens et al., 2005).  They have lower life expectancies and have higher mortality rates for specific diseases such 
as heart disease, cancer, respiratory disease, stroke and diabetes (Horton, 2006).  Even after adjustment for stage at 
diagnosis, treatment, and comorbidity, non-indigenous cancer patients survive longer than indigenous ones (Valery 
et al., 2006).  Indigenous populations are also six times more likely to die from injuries (Desapriya et al., 2006); and 
have worse access to health services and education (Horton, 2006; Stephens et al., 2006).  This is reflected among 
indigenous communities in Australia, New Zealand and the Pacific (Anderson et al., 2006); Latin America and the 
Caribbean (Montenegro & Stephens, 2006); and Africa (Ohenjo et al., 2006). Health inequalities between 
indigenous and non-indigenous communities have been linked to socioeconomic differentials between these groups 
(Subramanian et al., 2006).  Material deprivation and social exclusion experienced by indigenous communities are 
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exacerbated by the social and economic structures that prevent them from maximising their fullest human potential.  
While efforts have been made to address inequalities that disadvantage indigenous communities, Stephens et al. 
(2005) pointed out that interventions that target indigenous communities often fail to recognise the difference 
between western models of health and more holistic notions of health among indigenous peoples.  Thus, there is a 
need to actively involve community members themselves in generating the knowledge base to effectively inform 
interventions aimed to address key issues that are relevant to them.   
Participatory action research (PAR) is widely acknowledged as the research approach that can facilitate this 
process.  PAR involves collaborative effort between the researcher and the community to ‘identify an area of 
concern to that community, generate knowledge about that issue, and plan and carry out actions meant to address the 
issue in some substantive way (Brydon-Miller, 2004, p.188)’.  This approach is influenced by Freire’s (1972) 
critique of the ‘banking’ concept of education where students are viewed as passive recipients of so-called 
knowledge. He argued that this process dehumanizes students and conditions them to accept ‘knowledge’ as it is.  In 
the broader social structure, Freire pointed out how the ‘banking’ concept of education reflects how socially 
oppressed groups are kept in their disadvantaged social position by turning them into passive recipients of the 
‘social reality’ created by the dominant members in society. Freire argued that the liberation of the oppressed 
requires changing the consciousness of the oppressed.  Here he introduced the concept of conscientization, or the 
process whereby community members develop a critical understanding of the broader social structures that keep 
them oppressed.  In the process, liberation is promoted by enabling community members to understand the socially 
constructed reality, challenge it, take control over it and act to change it for the better.   
In the same way, the research process in PAR encourages critical thinking by allowing participants to take an 
active role in the process of generating knowledge. By stimulating reflection among members of the community, a 
collective understanding of their ‘social reality’ is produced which is then used to inform and mobilise action. This 
paper reflects some of the insights raised from a PAR with a small indigenous Ayta community in the Philippines 
which aimed to generate community-based knowledge to inform and provoke social action.  It also reflects some of 
the ethical implications of facilitating action research particularly the impact of the project outcomes on the health 
and welfare of those we aim to engage. 
2. Context 
The project described in this paper is an example of a PAR with a small indigenous Ayta community in the 
Philippines which aimed to generate community-based knowledge to inform and provoke social action to promote 
health.  The project involved collaboration with local Ayta volunteers, NGOs, local and national government units. 
The Aytas are the earliest inhabitants of the archipelago who have been living in relative isolation until the violent 
eruption of Mount Pinatubo in June 1991.  Ayta tribes in the Zambales and Pampanga regions were some of the 
worst hit by this natural disaster and its ecological and social consequences are still felt by these communities to 
date.  Since the eruption, Ayta communities have become increasingly exposed to influences outside their tribes 
which raised concerns regarding their vulnerability from cultural disintegration, as well as from economic and social 
exploitation owing to their lack of formal education. 
The Popular Education for People’s Empowerment (PEPE), in collaboration with the Development Action for 
Grassroots Learning (DANGLE), the Department of Education and the Barangay Bodega Council took the initiative 
to develop an alternative learning system (ALS) with the Ayta community in Bucaran to use sustainable education 
to help strengthen individual and community capabilities.  The ALS is a literacy approach that aims to integrate 
indigenous traditions, culture, and livelihood into the education curriculum.  In this respect, the project aimed to 
contribute to the understanding and preservation of indigenous concepts and to use these to inform a community-
based educational system to promote health. The authors were involved in facilitating the PAR process which was 
divided into seven stages: 1) establishing rapport and planning; 2) knowledge generation; 3) data validation; 4) 
recommendations for action; 5) planning for action; 6) implementation; and 7) evaluation and follow-up.  Table 1 
summarises some of the activities for each stage and are discussed in detail elsewhere (see Estacio & Marks, 2007). 
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Table 1. Participatory Action Research Activities with the Ayta Community 
Stage Activities 
1: Establishing rapport and planning    Community visits, facilitators’ training/workshop, PAR orientation 
2: Knowledge generation Story-telling (‘kwentuhan’), interviews, workshops (i.e. flow diagramming, institutional 
diagramming, power and wealth ranking) 
3: Data validation Community workshop 
4: Recommendations for action Community workshop 
5: Planning for action Stakeholders meeting 
6: Implementation Organisation of cooperative programme, Ayta community elections, construction of 
literacy centre, fundraising, research dissemination and advocacy 
7: Evaluation and follow-up Postponed due to unforeseen circumstances (see below) 
3. Project outcomes 
As part of the knowledge generation process, barriers to health were identified from the community workshops.  
These factors included unfair trade, inaccessibility of government services, lack of safe water and adequate 
sanitation, unsustainable livelihood and resources, no security of tenure, and social discrimination.  Based on this 
information, the community and supporters developed an action plan which included a literacy centre and a multi-
purpose cooperative programme with an organised pool of Ayta leaders.  A timetable was set and responsibilities 
were delegated which involved both Ayta and local volunteers from the partner organisations. 
3.1. Initial developments from the field 
A community-based election was held shortly after the data validation and action recommendations workshops to 
form the Bucaran Community Council of Leaders.  PEPE and DANGLE also facilitated the implementation of the 
yam production programme in Bucaran to fulfil the sustainable livelihood agenda of the PAR.  DANGLE volunteers 
facilitated literacy classes to integrate the yam production initiative with the literacy component of the programme.  
PEPE also visited the community occasionally for reading and story-telling sessions.  During this time, PEPE began 
facilitating the module development for the ALS.  Literacy modules were ready for printing later in the same year.  
The local government also incorporated the PAR recommendations into the Barangay Bodega Development Plan 
(BDP) and managed to solicit enough funding to construct a literacy centre in the community.  Members of the Ayta 
community also took the initiative to improve their communal reception areas.  This made the space more conducive 
to social gatherings, making interactions among community members more frequent. 
3.2. Initial advocacy campaigns  
An advocacy campaign was organised by the authors in London to raise funds to support the multi-purpose 
cooperative programme recommended by the Aytas.  A series of music events and film screenings was held as part 
of ‘The Invisible Ones’ campaign.  The campaign was highlighted by a visual arts exhibition which showcased 
photographs, paintings and films depicting resilience, creativity and resistance among indigenous peoples. The 
photographs were taken from the field visits in Bucaran with written permission granted for use by the Ayta leaders. 
The exhibition was officially opened by the Deputy Chief of Mission of the Philippine Embassy in the UK and ran 
for six weeks for public viewing.  The campaign generated social interest and news coverage on the internet and in 
the media and raised sufficient funds to support the community development plan for the Aytas in Bucaran.   
4. Death threats, aggression and violence  
Although positive project outcomes were gained from facilitating the PAR, a dark shadow of hostility and 
aggression loomed in the background as repressive social forces abruptly took the project into a violent spin.  
During the time when the advocacy campaign was being organised, project collaborators from the field informed the 
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authors in London that a few members of the project delivery team were receiving death threats due to disputes 
concerning the land where the literacy centre was built.  A prominent family from the lowlands was claiming title to 
the land, despite a lack of evidence to support it.  This family filed an administrative case against the government 
official who built the literacy centre. The case was later dismissed by the town council which provoked the land 
grabbers to violently attack the Ayta community by burning their huts down. The Aytas tried to defend their homes 
but to no avail.  ‘We were treated like animals,’ said one community member, ‘They were heartless!’ Ayta families 
who lost their homes were temporarily sheltered in the literacy centre with a few salvaged belongings kept in a sack.  
At that time, many children experienced poor health because of this inadequate shelter during the monsoon season. 
Some showed symptoms of post-traumatic stress.  ‘We find it difficult to sleep at night,’ said a community member.  
‘Even a slight noise will wake me up.  I am worried the intruders will return and burn our huts while we’re asleep.’  
5. Moving on 
In the midst of all the chaos caused by the row over land ownership, the Ayta community remained resilient and 
continued to pursue the literacy and community development programmes advocated by the PAR.  About a year 
after the facilitation process began, the ALS was officially launched and the foundations of the cooperative 
programme were established.  The community purchased carabaos to help them transport their products to trade to 
the market using the funds raised from the Invisible Ones Campaign.  Although the peace and order situation 
became calmer later on, there were still instances when armed men allied with the land grabbers would go to the 
community to threaten the Aytas.  These incidents were investigated by the Philippine National Police and legal 
assistance was provided to the Aytas by the National Commission on Indigenous Peoples.  PEPE and DANGLE 
also facilitated regular community meetings with the Aytas to discuss the next courses of action.  The Aytas moved 
further up the mountain, away from the disputed land, where they built their new homes.  
6. Critical reflections on action research 
Reflexivity involves the recognition of the researcher’s situatedness within various spheres of knowing and the 
complex relationship between the research context, processes and outcomes, with an attendant risk of 
methodologicial hubris.  As PAR deliberately aims to provoke social change, are any consequential changes, and 
any unintended consequences, beneficial or disruptive? With the chaos over land ownership brought about by the 
construction of the literacy centre as a result of the PAR, one cannot help but ask - if the PAR had never been 
launched, would any of these still have happened? In other words, would the Ayta community have been better off 
without the intervention? Below are some context-specific reflections in answer to this dilemma: 
a) If the PAR had never been facilitated, would the literacy centre still have been built?  While it was 
acknowledged that the PAR accelerated the construction of the literacy centre, plans were already in place 
years before the project was launched.  The need for a community-based literacy centre was voiced by the 
Aytas and was recognised by the local government unit long before this project commenced.  The PAR 
merely crystallised the plans which led to concrete actions being implemented.   
b) If the literacy centre had never been built, would the land still have been disputed? While the construction of 
the literacy centre may have attracted significant attention from interested parties, developmental initiatives 
near the community’s vicinity such as the construction of the Subic-Tarlac expressway may have been one 
of the many reasons why land in Bucaran became prime real estate.  This was previously expressed as one of 
the potential threats to land security even before the literacy centre was built. 
c) If the literacy centre had never been built, would the violence and destruction still have ensued? While 
violence could have been prevented through amicable negotiation, the aggressors’ decision to resort to 
hostile behaviour was beyond our control.  As community advocates, the least we could do was to stand 
alongside the Aytas and join them in this struggle. PAR of this kind aspires for social change.  Change can 
be achieved through action.  Action inevitably leads to reaction.  This is a law of nature.  The way reactions 
to action turn out in the end is a risk action researchers need to take.
d) If the violence never occurred, would the Aytas have had to move higher up the mountain to an even more 
remote location? The longer term consequences of still more marginalization are hard to estimate.
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7. Conclusion 
Health promotion was the main agenda of this project.  It was grounded within the ideology that empowerment of 
indigenous communities reduces health inequalities and promotes health. It was thought that empowerment can be 
achieved through critical social awareness and community participation and it was envisioned that the PAR will 
allow community members to define their own social realities and identify the factors impacting on their health - so 
they can take hold of it, control it, and possibly transform it. By the end of its first action cycle, has the PAR 
achieved its empowerment agenda? 
There are a number of successes this PAR can be proud of: first, the project helped increase levels of social 
awareness and advocacy for the Ayta community; second, individual and community skills were enhanced through 
community-driven literacy programmes and livelihood initiatives; and lastly, space for critical thinking was 
encouraged as part of the conscientization process of the PAR.  Initial action steps were successfully implemented at 
grassroots level in the hope that empowerment would be achieved.  Unfortunately, these efforts were not enough.  
The structural and political changes necessary to achieve empowerment require more time which could span 
across generations.  It is uncertain how many more action cycles are needed to achieve this goal. The idea that 
empowerment can be achieved through community participation in action research is an exaggerated assumption 
that should be avoided (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005). Campbell (2004) is correct with her assertion that ‘grassroots 
participation is not a magic bullet (p.218)’.  As stated previously (Estacio & Marks, 2007), successful 
implementation of community development initiatives depends on the co-operation and engagement of those who 
are currently in power. In this case, the success of the cooperative programme proposed by the Ayta community will 
depend on the willingness of traders to respect and abide by the guidelines; the sustainability of literacy sessions 
will rest on the support of volunteers and mainstream organizations (e.g. governmental and/or other socio-civic 
organizations); the community’s stability will rely on the security of their lands which is currently in the hands of 
influential title holders. Freedom from oppression is never a one-way course. Unless those in power listen to, 
empathise with and act upon the concerns of the oppressed, the irony of the existence of impoverished communities 
within a society which considers itself ‘humane’ will always remain. 
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